So much of our understanding of Jewish life in the Middle Ages is bound up with our own hopes and fears regarding religious interaction. In Spain, where the medieval period is still regarded as the crucible of modern Spanish society, a longstanding debate continues to rage over the contributions of Jews and Muslims during this formative period.
1 Some have argued that their language and culture is essentially foreign and inimical to the inherently Roman-Catholic spirit of Spanish society. Those who follow this argument have generally seen the religious and political unification of Catholic Spain that took place at the close of the Middle Ages as marking the realization of the nation's destiny. Against this view, others have countered that it was precisely in the medieval period, in which Christians, Muslims, and Jews came together to form a dynamic society fueled by cross-cultural interaction, that the true Spanish character was forged. This faction sees the fall of Muslim Granada and the subsequent expulsion of Spanish Jewry in 1492 as a regrettable collapse of a Golden Age of Spanish society, and the first step on the long road to cultural decline. Every key political issue that has arisen in Spain over the last hundred years, from the Civil War and the long tenure of Francisco Franco to the present debate over North African immigration, has been read against this highly charged discourse regarding the nature of the country's national heritage.
Nor are the Spaniards alone in their continued engagement with these questions. The meaning of Spain's unique cultural legacy has also been one of the most contested topics within the field of Jewish Studies. For the German-Jewish historians of the nineteenth century, the material and scholarly success achieved by the Jews of medieval Spain represented the golden mean of religious devotion and social integration. Almost immediately, however, Judaica scholars began to modify this image of inter-religious cooperation in medieval Spain. They argued that Jewish life in Muslim al-Andalus might represent a Golden Age of intellectual productivity and acculturation, but the subsequent period under Hispano-Christian rule was one of deteriorating status for the Jews. Yitzhak Baer, perhaps the most influential historian of Spanish Jewry of the twentieth century, took this revision of the Golden age paradigm one step further by comparing the Jewish experience in Christian Iberia unfavorably with that of Jewish society in the rest of medieval Latin Europe.
2 If Jewish life under Hispano-Christian rule was far less golden than that of their This brief historiographic overview suggests that any effort to recover the true nature of JewishChristians relations in medieval Iberia must address at least two essential problems. The first, and perhaps most salient, problem that presents itself is how to interpret the seemingly contradictory evidence that suggests both inter-religious symbiosis as well as antagonism between these two communities? The second issue I would like to consider here is one that has received far less attention, but that may offer a more fruitful way of thinking about Jewish-Christian interaction in this and other eras. Namely, is it profitable, or even accurate, to speak of religious interaction between Jews and Christians in such sweeping terms?
Evidence of a Golden Age
If we are to define a Golden Age of Jewish-Christian interaction as a period of amicable relations, prosperity and mutual creativity, then there is certainly enough evidence to support its application to medieval Spain during the high and late Middle Ages. Recent studies have begun to challenge the popular notion that the final centuries of Jewish life in Christian Iberia were marked by inexorable and inevitable decline. 4 Jewish political status, economic diversity, and general affluence during most of this period was comparable to that which they had enjoyed in al-Andalus, and scholarship on Jewish literary activity in Christian Spain has emphasized both a continuation and expansion of intellectual categories developed under Muslim rule.
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Perhaps the most striking example of interfaith cooperation in Christian Iberia is the collaborative effort to study and translate the vast collection of scientific works from Arabic into Latin, Hebrew, and various Romance languages that took place over the course of the high Middle Ages. During this period, Jewish translators played an integral role in the transmission of Greco-Arabic philosophic, medical, and astronomical texts into the kingdoms of Christian Iberia and beyond. Abraham bar Hiyya (d. ca. 1136), Abraham ibn Ezra (d. 1167) and Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides, d. 1204), all of who emigrated from Iberia during the tumultuous twelfth century, acted as vehicles for the dissemination of a scientific knowledge into Christian Europe.
6 Succeeding generations of Jewish scholars did not need to flee the peninsula in order for their translations and commentaries to reach their Christian counterparts. As the kings of Castile-León, Portugal, and the Crown of Aragon expanded their domains southward, they displayed a keen interest in the acquisition of knowledge as well as territory. These monarchs, together with a host of other Jewish participation in Hispano-Christian society went far beyond these sorts of intellectual pursuits. Jewish translators also helped to negotiate the formal transfer of power when Muslim cities fell to Christian forces, and played an active role in the administration of the newly conquered territories. Indeed, the Jews' position within Iberian society was also shaped by the unique cultural composition of the region. In Iberia, where medieval life was defined by centuries of warfare between Christian and Muslim forces, the Jews represented a group that threatened neither Christian nor Muslim sovereignty and whose ability to act as diplomatic and mercantile gobetweens helped to establish their position as a valued, and thus protected, minority under both Muslim and Christian rule. As they transitioned from al-Andalus to the Christian kingdoms of the north, the upper echelons of Jewish society maintained their positions as royal physicians, diplomats, tax collectors and scribes. 12 For these Sephardic Jews, their cultural identity has been tied to the language and culture of Christian Iberia more than that of Muslim al-Andalus. Indeed, for centuries after 1492, Spanish and Portuguese travelers to North Africa or the Levant would return with tales of encounters with Jews who still spoke a form of medieval Castilian, and who spoke longingly of their ancestral homes in Spain and Portugal. 13 An Ambiguous Relationship Yet, it is not possible to give a true assessment of religious interaction during this period by merely cataloging Jewish achievements or evidence of Jewish-Christian cooperation. One might note, for instance, that Alfonso X of Castile, the same king who fostered the process of interreligious translations, also produced a number of other works that offer a much more complex image of Jewish-Christian relations. The Book of Chess and Games, and the Songs of Holy Mary, both of which are intellectual landmarks of Alfonso's brilliant court, contain beautiful illustrations of daily life that depict members of Castile's three religious communities interacting peacefully with one another. However, these same works also contain images that openly denigrate Jews and Judaism.
14 Similar evidence of Christian ambivalence toward the Jews is reflected in the great Castilian legal code, Las Siete Partidas, a work that would become one of Alfonso's most influential projects. The Siete Partidas demonstrates the crown's dedication to preserving Roman law, including the classification of Castilian Jewry as a legal and protected minority group. Yet Alfonso's code also underscores the increasingly precarious nature of Jewish life at a time when the spirit of Christian reform began to sweep across Iberia. Thus while the king forbids Christian desecration of synagogues, since these are places -where the name of 12 The biblical term -Sepharad,‖ which became associated with the Iberian Peninsula among medieval Jews, continues to be used in modern Hebrew to refer to the Spanish state. 13 God is praised,‖ he also lends credence to the rumors of Jewish blood libel that had begun to spread throughout his kingdom.
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Alfonso's response to accusations that Jews sacrificed Christian children on Good Friday in a reenactment of the crucifixion reflects an effort to safeguard Jewish rights, but also signals the increased need for such protection. Indeed, as the Christian wars of conquest gave way to a long period of political consolidation during the late thirteenth century, an atmosphere of popular religious zeal and missionary activity began to set in throughout Christian Iberia. Alfonso's father-in-law, Jaume I of Aragon (r. 1231-1276), spent most of his long reign waging war against his Muslim rivals. But his military successes and the steady rise of missionary activity among the new Dominican order led the crusading king known as el Conqueridor (the Conqueror) to redirect some of his prodigious energies from his Muslim enemies to his Jewish subjects. In 1263, Jaume famously presided over a great public disputation over rabbinic theology in Barcelona, and actively supported Christian missionaries in their attempts to preach to and convert the Jews throughout the later part of his reign. The ambivalent nature of this cross-cultural exchange can also be seen in the new intellectual circles dedicated to the study of mystical traditions, or kabbalah, which began to emerge in both Castile and the Crown of Aragon toward the end of the thirteenth century. This increased interest in the esoteric nature of Judaism opened up a new point of contact between Jewish and Christian intellectuals who had already found a connection through the study of Greco-Arabic science and philosophy. Christian theologians ranging from Raymond Llull in thirteenth-century Cataluña to Alfonso de la Torre in fifteenth-century Castile demonstrated an awareness and profound engagement with Jewish mystical texts and ideals. 19 However, as with so many of these inter-faith associations, the diffusion of mystical thought among Jewish and Christian intellectuals cannot merely be interpreted as evidence of religious symbiosis. For Iberian Jews, religious interaction with Christians could not only lead to an appreciation of Christian learning, but also conversion. Solomon ha-Levi was a leading rabbinic authority in fourteenth-century Castile, before his encounter with an esoteric Christian text led him to convert to Christianity, and assume a new identity as Pablo de Santa María. 20 He was soon followed by his pupil, Joshua ha-Lorki, who adopted the name Geronimo de Santa Fé, and embarked upon a career as a Dominican friar, polemicizing against Judaism. For many Jewish witnesses to these and similar events, the familiarity of Christian society that arose from its proximity and general openness was, perhaps, even more threatening than Christian enmity and exclusion.
If the specter of conversion cast a shadow over Jewish-Christian relations throughout medieval Europe, the unprecedented events of 1391 made its impact in Christian Iberia particularly acute. It was during the spring and summer of that year that the mounting Christian resentment of Jewish status and wealth together with a parallel rise in popular religious fervor came to a head. A series of violent attacks against the Jews erupted throughout the Peninsula, resulting in the destruction of much of Iberian Jewry through killing and forced conversion to Christianity.
The problems posed by the rise of Converso society are intricately linked to the crown's decision to expel the Jews in 1492. The mass conversions of 1391 were followed by decades of heightened missionary activity aimed at converting Iberia's remaining Jewish population. When these efforts proved unsuccessful, the impetus of Christian society turned toward enforcing the social separation of these New Christians and their former coreligionists. During the latter half of the fifteenth century, royal and municipal authorities took a number of steps to segregate members of 19 The literature on Spanish kabbalah is extensive. 
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Ray CP 7 http://ejournals.bc.edu/ojs/index.php/scjr the two religions including an expulsion of the Jews from the Castilian province of Andalusia in 1483. 21 Such efforts were never fully successful. The new triangular relationship between Jews, Conversos, and the so-called -Old‖ Christians retained many of the same complexities and contradictions that had defined inter-faith relations in Iberia for centuries.
In the first generation after 1391, kinship ties between Jews and New Christians remained a potent force shaping social interaction. These bonds of family and friendship often hopelessly blurred the boundaries between religious communities. The official position of the Church was that the converts and their descendants were Christians, while rabbinic authorities still considered them to be Jewish, arguing that their conversions were forced and thus invalid. The attitudes of average Christians and Jews filled a wide spectrum between these two positions. In certain parts of the peninsula, popular Jewish sympathy for the plight of the Conversos began to fade as the fifteenth century progressed. Regardless of the official position of their rabbis, many found the Jewishness of those who had been raised as Catholics to be suspect. Elsewhere, leading Jewish families considered it to be advantageous to retain strong ties to the Conversos, despite condemnation from many Old Christians.
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Many Christians also rejected the official stance of their religious officials with regard to the Conversos, insisting that baptism failed to remove the essential cultural characteristics their Jewish ancestry. In Toledo, riots against the Conversos were accompanied by a demand that members of the town council and other important institutions prove the purity of their Christian blood going back several generations. In spite of such accusations of the unalterable nature of Jewish blood, many Conversos were dedicated to their new faith and argued passionately for their full acceptance into Christian society. In his Defensorium unitatis christianae, the Castilian churchman Alonso de Cartagena argued against the logic that lay behind recent purity-of-blood statutes as being fundamentally anti-Christian and heretical. Ironically, by embracing Christian doctrine in its purist form, converts such as de Cartagena, only succeeded in marking themselves as distinct from the Christian masses who took religion to be socially, not theologically, constructed.
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The advent of Converso society in the century between 1391 and 1492 stands as perhaps the greatest example of the inherent complications of trying to measure relations between Christians and Jews in medieval Iberia. Can we view the persistence of close bonds between many Conversos and Jews as evidence of inter-faith symbiosis? Or does the inability of the Conversos to fully integrate into Christian society highlight a fundamental cultural rift between Jews and Christians that even baptism could not overcome? How, then are we to evaluate a relationship that was so indelibly marked by both cooperation and conflict? Modern defenders of the idea of a Jewish Golden Age in Christian Iberia argue that episodes of inter-religious strife during this period are the exceptions that prove the rule, while detractors point to a steady decline in Jewish status under Christian rule that was punctuated by wide-scale massacres and forced conversions in 1391, and the eventual expulsion of Spanish Jewry in 1492. It is my suggestion that the nature of Jewish-Christian relations in medieval Iberia revolves around an even more fundamental question than which of these two opposing tendencies represented the norm. Namely, was religious identity the only, or even the primary factor that shaped the relationship between members of different religious communities? The closer we look at inter-faith relations during this period, the more it becomes apparent that the categories of -Jewish‖ and -Christian‖ applied very differently depending on a number of factors. To be sure, religious identity remained the principle means for social organization for both Christian and Jewish leaders throughout the Middle Ages, and beyond. In reality, however, neither culture operated monolithically. Not only did the general relationship between these two cultures wax and wane from the eleventh through the fifteenth century, but it also varied significantly according to region and city, as well as to the wealth, profession, and social standing of the individuals involved.
The varying experiences of Iberian Jewish communities during the tragic events of 1391 offer clear illustration of the highly contextualized nature of Jewish-Christian relations. Both the forced conversions and the reactions to the communities of New Christians that developed throughout the peninsula in subsequent decades followed very different trajectories based on region and city. For instance, the impact of the attacks was much greater among the Jewries of Cataluña and Andalusia than in Aragon and Old Castile, and the Jews living in the Kingdom of Portugal remained unscathed. 24 Similarly, attacks against the Conversos such as those that took place in Toledo in 1449 were highly contextualized phenomena that did not have parallels or direct repercussions in other locales. 25 Even within the same city, the way in which different elements within Jewish society interacted with their Christian neighbors was rarely uniform. In our effort to gauge the general prosperity or mutual benefit of Jewish-Christian relations, we fail to ask whether or not what was good for a religious community as a whole was also beneficial for its individual members. Indeed, there seems to be little reason to accept the idea that there was a common experience of the individual and the group. The conditions that helped Judaism and the Jewish community to flourish in Christian Iberia were not always the same as those that benefited the average Jew. Similarly, the regulations and exemptions that profited the Jewish merchant were rarely to the advantage of the Jewish poor.
Jewish integration into Christian society can be heralded as proof of an inter-faith Golden Age, and yet it also brought with it a host of other problems that underscore how differently groups of Jews and Christians might experience cross-cultural interaction. Royal grants that protected Jewish rights or exempted them from onerous laws or taxes might be viewed as evidence of mutual benefit. Indeed, as serfs of the royal chamber, Jewish profit simultaneously aided the crown. Yet, such ostensibly reciprocal benefits were not universally advantageous. Favorable treatment of the Jews either came at the expense of Christian subjects, as in the case of royal support for Ray , Whose Golden Age?
Ray CP 9 http://ejournals.bc.edu/ojs/index.php/scjr Jewish debt collection, or else provoked jealous anger among other the king's rivals: the barons, the church, and the municipalities. The notion of mutual benefit thus quickly proves to be a mirage. Upon close inspection, the neat categories of Christian and Jew reveal a kaleidoscope of distinct subsets of social and religious communities brought together in rapidly shifting patterns. The tax exemption that benefited a particular Jewish merchant simultaneously enraged his Christian and Jewish competitors, and alarmed his local Jewish communal council that depended on such funds. The prosperity and royal protection enjoyed by the wealthier members of Hispano-Jewish society allowed them to enjoy the trappings of power including luxurious clothing, horses, coaches, and Muslim slaves. Yet this affluence also brought condemnations from Jewish moralists who saw such ostentation as both impious and provocative to the Christian nobility. 26 These rabbis were not merely condemning Jewish vanity and flamboyance. They were acutely aware that royal favor was a double-edged sword. For all Jews, communities and individuals alike, the vertical ties to royal and episcopal courts that guaranteed their protection usually came at the expense of horizontal ties with their Christian neighbors.
Even positive relations among Jewish and Christian townsmen were not without their drawbacks. For Jewish leaders worried about the religious integrity of their communities, the problems born of cooperation and proximity were, perhaps, even more daunting than open hostility. Greater familiarity with the religion of the -other‖ fostered increased polemical attacks on the part of Christian mendicants who endeavored to use Jewish texts to buttress their arguments. It also led to sporadic voluntary conversions on the part of some Jews. The total number of these voluntary conversions remained modest, at least prior to 1391. Nonetheless, the culture of fear that these conversions induced among the rest of Jewish society, as well as the corresponding zeal they engendered among Christian missionaries, was significant indeed.
Our search for evidence of a Golden Age in Jewish-Christian relations cannot exclude the many non-religious factors that determined the structure of medieval society. Christians and Jews alike were also subject to social and political forces that transcended religion. One of the central features of medieval government was the ability of those in power to play one group against another in order to expand their own authority. The crown, the aristocracy, the towns, and the Church were constantly pitted against one another, to say nothing of divisions within these groups, or between different Iberian kingdoms. Thus, the debate over Jewish rights and privileges often became a means by which the towns or the nobility could attack royal sovereignty. 27 Iberian kings in turn regarded the Jews as part of the royal treasure, regardless of where they dwelt, and demanded that their taxes belonged to the crown, rather than to local lords or municipalities. To imagine Christian Spain as a world divided by faith is to ignore the intrinsically combative and dissonant nature of medieval society in general. Popular anti-Judaism and outbreaks of Christian violence were, indeed, part and parcel of Jewish life under medieval Christian rule. However, deep-seated tensions and regular outbreaks of violence defined the relationship between peasants and lords, Church and crown, and upper and lower clergy as much as they did between Christian and Jew. Ray And Hispano-Jewish society was equally susceptible to internal tensions and factionalism. The religious reform movements that arose in Christian society during the later Middle Ages also had their parallels within the Jewish world. The litany of Jewish complaints about rabbinic vanity, corruption, and lust for social status echo similar criticisms of Christian clergy. At the same time, Jewish authors also exhibited a general disdain for Jewish artisans and manual laborers, especially those who exhibit pretensions of authority. 29 It might be said that one of the few overarching characteristics of Jewish society that was shared by communities in all the peninsular kingdoms was the inherently combative relationship between the local Jewish communal council and the Jews they sought to govern. Much like their Christian counterparts, medieval Jews demonstrated a willingness to adhere to religious law and respect religious authority as long as their compliance did not present any personal obstacle. Once it did, they displayed an equal willingness to circumvent their communal authorities. Spain's royal and municipal archives are filled with records of Jewish councils pleading for assistance with rebellious individuals, and with petitions by individual Jews seeking Christian protection from abuses of their own officials. In addition to the clashes between Jews and their local authorities, conflicts also arose between feuding clans who sought power and influence within their community. As a result, we see a number of instances in which Jews joined forces with Christian business partners, Christian lords, and even with gangs of Christian thugs in order to outmaneuver and intimidate members of their own faith. 30 This complex web of relationships raises serious questions about our ability to characterize medieval religious communities with great precision, or to speak convincingly about a Golden Age of Jewish-Christian relations.
The discord that marked Jewish social interaction also resonated within the fields of Jewish theology, philosophy, and kabbalah. If we look only at Jewish-Christian relations in late medieval Iberia, it is easy to be struck by the increasingly combative nature of their intellectual exchanges. 31 Yet the polemical relationship between Jews and Christians was often surpassed by the disputes among various Jewish factions. During the late Middle Ages, the longstanding attempt by Jewish intellectuals to reconcile reason and revelation-that is, the philosophical heritage of the Greeks and the dictates of their own sacred literature-erupted into two sprawling debates that engulfed Jewish scholars from Castile to Provençe. Although the initial phases of this controversy eventually passed, the underlying tensions surrounding the place of non-Jewish texts within the normative curriculum of Jewish society was never fully resolved. 32 Nor was the debate over foreign (non-Jewish) knowledge the only one that enflamed Jewish intellectuals and divided them into feuding camps. The rabbis and Jewish preachers of Christian Iberia debated frequently among themselves about the relative merits and dangers of studying the Talmud at the expense of other fields such grammar, poetry, kabbalah, and even Bible.
